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1. Introduction
Since the late 1990s, there has been much debate over the positive relationship between
human resource management (HRM) and performance, with scholars attempting to identify
a mechanism through which HRM systems affect a variety of individual and organizational
outcomes (Boselie et al. 2005; Combs et al. 2006; Guest 2011). In doing so, it has been
argued that both organizational and individual factors mediate this relationship, adopting a
multi-level perspective that emphasizes the sequential influence of HRM on the employee
attitude which, in turn, affects the organizational outcomes (Paauwe 2009; Bowen and
Ostroff 2004; Takeuchi, Chen and Lepak 2009; Wright and Nishii 2013). In fact, previous
studies provided a useful conceptual framework that describes the complex causal
mechanism (e.g. Boxall and Purcell 2011)
While research on HRM-performance linkage highlights the importance of inducing the
desired behavior from its members through the enactment of a deliberate HRM system that
is in line with organizational strategy and objectives, their perception, attitude, and behavior
toward the same HRM system are inevitably divergent (Purcell and Hutchinson 2007). This
is largely due to the gap between intended and implemented HRM (Truss 2001; Gratton and
Truss 2003; Boxall and Purcell 2011; Wright and Nishii 2013). While intended HRM refers
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to the HRM system that is planned or formulated by HR professionals, implemented HRM
is the system that is actually applied to the workplace by managers (Wright and Nishii
2013). To recognize the gap between them means that line managers play a crucial role in
the process through which intended HRM contributes to the outcomes.
The basic premise of these studies is that line managers would take on the responsibility
for managing people as a result of the devolution of HRM-related tasks from HRM
specialists (Legge 1995; McGovern et al. 1997). However, although research that deals with
the devolution of HR has examined what the devolution of HR tasks means for both parties
and the whole organization, detailed discussion of the various roles played by line managers
is lacking. McConville (2006) points out because a line manager’s position is ambiguous
and specifying its boundary within the hierarchy is difficult, less attention has been paid to
identifying the HR role of line managers. If we attempt to gain a deeper understanding of
how the devolution of HRM tasks to the line functions, the question of what types of roles
a line manager plays should be addressed.
The rest of this article is organized as follows. Firstly, previous studies on HR devolution
are reviewed. As a result of literature review, This study demonstrates that studies on this
issue have mainly focused on specifying the personal and interpersonal characteristics that
encourage and inhibit line managers from being effectively involved in HRM activities.
Based on the examination of previous studies, we seek to identify the research gap that has
not yet been fully addressed. While most studies tend to pay attention to the context in
which line managers play the role of managing their subordinates, clarification is limited
regarding the types of activities they engage in. That is, these studies are based on the
premise that line managers solely implement HRM policies and practices. In order to fill
this gap, four types of HRM roles played by line managers are identified, namely budgeting,
task implementation, complementing, and information providing. In order to describe each
role in detail, line managers’ activities are observed through the detailed examination of a
Japanese multi-national enterprise operating in Germany. Combining the theoretical
proposition with empirical findings, the author concludes the discussion.
2. Line managers’ involvement in HRM: literature review
2.1 Line manager as a crucial actor of HRM
The debate over the role of the line manager is closely related to the concept of
devolution. The basic premise behind it is that some HR tasks are supposed to be delegated
from HR professional or departments toward line managers so that they can fulfil their role.
The devolution of HRM activities to the line manager can be described as the “allocation
of people management responsibilities between line management and the specialist
personnel function” (Hall and Torrington 1998, p.42) and more specifically “movement of
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both the decision making and the activity of personnel management from the HR
department to the business” (Hope-Hailey et al. 1997, p.11).
While it has been confirmed that organizations in the U.K and America tend to pay
significant attention to the discussion on the delegation of HRM tasks to line managers
(Larsen and Brewster 2003), the reasons that lie behind this movement are divergent.
Scholars argue that organizational change such as the introduction of change-driven HR
activity (e.g. quality enhancement, performance management and empowerment), reform of
tasks (Papalexandris and Panayotopoulou 2005), and movement toward an employment
relationship based on numerical, functional, and financial flexibility (Brewster and
Soderstrom 1994). Other studies highlight the benefit generated by devolution such as
reducing costs and faster decision making (Breswter and Larsen 2000; Sheehan 2012). As
such, the debate on HRM devolution has become central to HRM research.
A number of studies on this topic have attempted to understand the antecedents that enable
or inhibit line managers’ involvement in HRM, mainly focusing on two angles: (1) line
managers’ individual characteristics and (2) social relationships between line and HR managers.
2.2 The antecedent of line managers’ involvement in HRM: individual aspect
Previous studies revealed that the devolution of HRM tasks to line managers leads to
both positive and negative perception of taking responsibility for HRM (Renwick 2003).
Several studies observed that line managers are willing to tackle HRM activities
(McConville and Holden 1999; McConville 2006; Conway and Monks 2010) In addition,
Hutchinson and Purcell (2003) noted that the line manager displayed commitment toward
the HR-related role. Moreover, Bos-Nehles et al. (2006) stressed that they have a high level
of desire to take on HRM roles. At the same time, however, other studies provided evidence
on the negative feelings toward taking the responsibility for managing people. For example,
while some argue that line managers tend to be unwilling to perform HR-related tasks
(Renwick and MacNeil 2002; Papalexandris and Panayotopoulou 2005), others noted that
they may even feel a sense of resistance towards HRM tasks, which, in turn, leads to
negative employee outcomes (Fenton-Ocreevy 1998). That is, one of the difficulties inherent
in HRM devolution is whether line managers accept taking on HRM tasks (Watson and
Maxwell 2007).
It is not only emotional aspects such as motivation or willingness of line managers but
also the ability or competence that matters when considering HR devolution. For example,
several studies suggested that the lack of competence or ability to handle HRM inhibits the
line manager from effectively implementing HRM policies and practices (Renwick and
MacNeil 2002; Whittaker and Marchington 2003; McGuire, Stoner and Mylona 2008; Bos-
Nehles et al. 2006).
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Furthermore, heavy workload and short-term job pressure could be one of the crucial
barriers to line managers’ involvement in HRM (McGovern et al. 1997; Bos-Nehles et al.
2006; Maxwell and Watson 2006). In a similar vein, McGuire, Stoner, and Mylona (2008)
suggested that these conditions would be inhibitors for line managers to take on HRM-
related responsibility. Thus, an adequate level of devolution needs to be secured for line
managers to effectively implement HRM. The excess workload may lead to the line
manager’s perception that they do not possess enough competence to complete HRM tasks,
resulting in reluctance to tackle these tasks (Brewster and Soderstrom 1994). Thus, the
devolution must be carefully undertaken by the organization considering the right amount of
HRM tasks for line managers.
Overall, these findings indicate that the successful devolution and effective HRM
implementation depend on the ability, motivation, and opportunity that line managers
possess when they are involved. This is in line with the argument in AMO theory proposed
by several SHRM researchers for the purpose of unlocking the HRM-performance
relationship (Appelbaum et al. 2000; Purcell et al. 2003; Harney and Jordan 2008), which
focuses on the condition within which individual employees can achieve high performance
and emphasizes that these three characteristics are essential for the mechanism through
which HRM contributes to individual performance. AMO theory can be applied to the
discussion of HR devolution in a manner that line managers’ performance of HRM
implementation depends on their ability, motivation, and opportunity.
2.3 The antecedent of line managers’ involvement in HRM: relational aspect
It is not only the individual aspects that encourage or inhibit the effectiveness of HRM
implementation, but also the quality of the relationship between line managers and the HR
manager or department. It is widely acknowledged that the partnership between them is
crucial for successful HRM implementation because line managers and HR professionals are
increasingly likely to share responsibility rather than simply delegating it to line managers
(Op de Beeck et al. 2016). For example, Papalexandris and Panayotopoulou (2005) observed
the tendency toward the collaborative aspect of HRM execution between HR and line
managers. Moreover, empirical evidence such as that of Chen, Hsu, and Yip (2011)
supported the importance of the collaboration with the argument that it leads to the
improvement of future performance. For the partnership to be effective, they further argue
that the HR department needs to be rated as effective by line managers. This result can be
interpreted as highlighting the importance of trust-based close relationships between them
(McGuire, McGuire, and Sanderson 2011). Jackson and Schuler (2003) extended the layer
of this relationship by adopting an HR triad approach, which emphasizes cooperation among
the HR department, line managers, and employees. Similarly, Bos-Nehles et al. (2006)
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found that a variety of actors (e.g., senior managers) could provide the necessary support for
line managers to tackle HR issues. That is, while the partnership between HR and line
managers is crucial for line managers to handle HRM policies and practices, other actors are
also involved in HRM implementation.
Furthermore, recent studies tend to recognize HR’s support as a basis for establishing
sophisticated partnerships (Bos-Nehles et al. 2006; Watson and Maxwell 2007; McGuire,
Stoner and Mylona 2008; Kuvaas, Dysvik, and Buch 2014; Op de Beeck et al. 2016). Clear
guidance and communication from the HR department will help line managers tackle HR
tasks (Bos-Nehles 2010; Den Hartog el al. 2013). However, it has been argued that
establishing partnerships is not an easy task mainly because of the perceptual differences
regarding HRM-related issues such as the amount of devolution of HRM between HR and
line managers (Op de Beeck et al. 2016; Maxwell and Watson 2006). Whittaker and
Marchington (2003) argued that line managers tend to face the dilemma of competing
priority between business and HRM issues. Other studies also stressed that line managers
are usually dominated by short-termism, apart from achieving long-term HRM objectives
because they are focused on providing products and service (Tsui 1987; McGovern et al.
1997). The lack of shared understanding of HR-related issues would impede a close
relationship between HR and line managers.
3. Multiple HRM roles of line managers: identification of the research gap
3.1 The importance of line manager’s strategic behavior
As previously mentioned, the discussion on line managers’ involvement in HRM
revolved around both individual and interpersonal aspects that encourage or inhibit
successful HRM implementation. These are not mutually exclusive but related in a way that,
for example, the high quality of HRM training for line managers conducted by HR
department leads to their sense of support and autonomy (Kuvaas, Dysvik, and Buch 2014).
While debate on the line managers’ involvement in HRM and HR devolution provided
insight into the condition in which line managers effectively handle HR-related issues, what
roles line managers would actually play is still not clear. That is, we tend to simplify their
actual role behaviors and ignore the multi-dimensionality of HRM roles adopted by them. In
fact, only a few studies have addressed this issue, identifying several types of HRM
devolution or involvement. Cascón-Pereira, Valverde, and Ryan (2006) and Cascón-Pereira
and Valverde (2015) examined multiple types of devolution and suggested that HR
devolution could be classified into four types: task implementation, decision-making power,
financial power, and knowledge (Cascón-Pereira and Valverde 2015). Similarly, Azmi and
Mustaq (2015) suggested that line managers’ involvement includes decision-making, process
activities, and budgeting.
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Based on the understanding that line managers’ involvement in HRM entails multi-
dimensionality, the present study seeks to propose various types of roles of line managers,
specifically highlighting on their autonomous role behavior.
Strategic management literature has long recognized the line manager as a crucial actor
who plays a variety of strategic roles through exercising both upward and downward
influence (Floyd and Wooldridge 1992;1996). According to their typology, the downward
influence includes traditional roles of “strategy implementation,” which is related to
realization of current strategy and “facilitating adaptability,” which is concerned with line
managers’ activities that encourage organizational members to engage in learning and idea
generation. Meanwhile, upward influence consists of two dimensions, namely championing
and synthesizing. While the former role emphasizes line managers’ strategic thinking that
helps upper management reshape the concept of strategy, the latter is concerned with
interpreting information and channeling it to upper managers.
3.2 HRM as reciprocal process between HR and line manager
When taking these findings in into account, line managers have the potential to have an
impact on upper management through strategic activities that are closely related to crucial
decision making. For example, the issue-selling role of line managers helps formulate
strategic overcast by influencing which issues top management should focus on (Dutton and
Ashford, 1993; Dutton, Ashford, O’Neil, and Lawrence, 2001). These findings are in line
with the concept of emergent strategy, which sheds light on line managers’ autonomous
behavior that leads to strategy formation (Mintzberg and Waters 1985; Burgelman 1983).
However, while organizational members themselves are potentially a source of competitive
advantage (Wright, McMahan, and McWilliams 1994), line managers’ autonomous behavior
that has strategic importance tends to be ignored when it comes to HRM roles. That is, we
have yet to fully understand the HRM role of line managers that is potentially inherent in
their daily management activity. The lack of attempt to address this issue may stem from the
fact that HR roles of line managers are discussed from an HR perspective by using the term
“delegation” or “devolution,” which is defined as “reallocation” of tasks to line managers
(Azmi and Mushtaq 2015). This implies that line managers are supposed to handle HRM
tasks in a way that is exactly consistent with HR’s expectation, which results in less
emphasis on their autonomous role behavior. In fact, Cascón-Pereira and Ryan (2006)
suggested that HR devolution entails multi-dimensionality and suggested that they did not
take line managers’ autonomy into account. Furthermore, although studies so far tend to
shed light on the context in which line managers’ involvement in HRM is enabled or
inhibited, little attempt has been made to explain how the results of HRM implementation
by line managers are utilized by the HR side through feedback. Thus, the present study
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seeks to explore the HRM role of line managers taking autonomous aspects into account.
Building on the findings of previous studies, the following four types of roles were
identified.
1. Budgeting
2. Task Implementation
3. Complementing
4. Providing Information
4. Roles of line managers in HRM process
Budgeting
Several studies on HRM devolution highlight that financial power is delegated to line
managers (McConville and Holden 1999; Whittaker and Marchington 2003; Cascón-Pereira,
Valverde, and Ryan 2006; Cascón-Pereira and Valverde 2015; Azmi and Mustaq 2015).
According to McConville (2006), one of the obstacles that impede line managers’
performance to elicit employee effort is the lack of control of financial resources. Thus, line
managers are expected to play a role of allocating budget regarding HRM issues.
Considering budgeting as a crucial HRM role of line managers is consistent with the
argument by Brewster and Soderstrom (1994) that devolvement of HRM tasks to line
managers is encouraged by the movement toward securing numerical, functional, and
financial flexibility of employment relationships, which means that line managers are
expected to tackle financial aspects of HRM issues.
Task implementation
The second role is concerned with the enactment of formal HRM practices in the actual
workplace. Several studies on specific aspects of HRM observed that line managers play a
role of realization of HRM practices that are planned or formulated by HR professional.
These areas include pay (Hope-Hailey et al. 1997), training and development (Budhwar
2000), objective setting (Whittaker and Marchington 2003), team briefing, and communication
(Watson, Maxwell and Farquharson 2006).
The enactment of formal HRM practices is a crucially important role since line managers
are supposed to enact HRM practices by sending a message of how the organization expects
the organizational members to work. This means that, in doing so, line managers take on the
responsibility for creating organizational climate (Bowen and Ostroff 2004; Purcell and
Hutchinson 2007) and the amount of employee satisfaction and commitment depends on
their behavior regarding the application of HRM to the actual workplace (Kuvaas, Dysvik
and Buch 2014).
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Complementing
The third role, complementary aspects of line managers’ behavior, is based on the
understanding that line managers are required to respond to the expectation of managing
people from both senior managers or HR professionals and employees (Caldwell 2003).
Jackson and Schuler (2003), adopting an HR triad approach, emphasize cooperation among
the HR department, line managers, and employees in dealing with HR tasks; line managers
are perceived as a buffer acting like as “filling in the sandwich” (McConville and Holden
1999). Thus, line managers are characterized as having ambivalence in the organization. For
example, Conway and Monks (2011) revealed that line managers are involved in the
organizational change both as a resistor of top-down change and change initiator from
below. This finding implies that it is not appropriate to capture the role of line managers
simply as taking responsibility for enacting HRM in line with HR department’s initial
intention. Rather, when formal HR practices do not fit with reality of the workplace in
which line managers take on responsibility for the operation, line managers may play a role
of complementing or modification of HRM practices in their autonomy. Several researchers
have implicitly or explicitly referred to their autonomous behavior regarding this role.
Harney and Jordan (2008) observed line managers’ discretional effort to mitigate negative
aspects of formal HRM practices that had been formulated by top management with the
intervention of a major client. Currie and Procter (2001) noted that local pay systems are
flexibly applied to the workplace depending on the operational issues that each exist in each
workplace. In summary, line managers play a role for complementing the content of HRM
as a result of taking the reality of how employees engage in the work in the workplace into
account.
Providing Information
The fourth role is concerned with the exchange of information with respect to managing
people between HR professionals and line managers. Strategic management literature
described line managers as a crucial actor who is engaged in information sharing activities
(Floyd and Wooldridge 1992; 1996). Because line managers tend to have rich information
on employee responses or behaviors due to their proximity, they are expected to play a
central role in middle-up-down management (Nonaka 1988). Moreover, given the fact that
employees show discretional behavior that is not necessarily captured by HR professionals,
the role of line managers as information providers is crucial to the HRM outcomes of the
organization. Overall, the role of information providing characterizes line managers as
upward communicators of rich information they gathered through their HRM related tasks.
In summary, it is assumed that expression of these four types of roles would be
encouraged and/or inhibited by both individual and relational aspects. In the following
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section, the author attempts to explore these roles by empirically examining the detailed line
managers’ HRM activities.
5. Research Design
5.1 Method
Qualitative methodology was selected as the most appropriate method for exploratory and
descriptive purposes (Patton 1990; Gephart 2004; Yin 2009) and it is suitable for
understanding the deeper process of what an individual experiences (Bluhm et al. 2011). In
addition, a single case study method was chosen as the best method for providing a broader
and more holistic view of HRM implementation.
5.2 Sample
Japanese MNCs and HRM implementation
Japanese multi-national companies (MNCs) operating in Europe were chosen as the study
sample for several reasons. First, since it is traditionally recognized that HR departments in
Japanese companies tend to have more power and autonomy over the formulation and
implementation of HRM than that of overseas companies (Ichimori 2016), the role of top
management and HR managers in the HRM process has been emphasized, which means
there is a lack of examination of HRM from the viewpoint of line managers. However, in
terms of the overseas subsidiary, such a Japanese style of allocation of tasks may not fit
with the local context due to cultural and institutional distance (Paauwe and Boselie 2003)
and overseas managers may be forced to reform their management style considering line
managers as crucial actors of HRM. Thus, we need to pay closer attention to HRM-related
activities in terms of the positive role of line managers in an overseas subsidiary of a
Japanese company. The second reason stems from the growing interest in the training of
local employees at overseas subsidiaries. Japanese companies are facing a lack of qualified
employees, which means that it is difficult for them to recruit and retain employees with
rich knowledge and skills in Japan. That is, employees from the local country must be
recruited, developed, and retained so that they can perform well in the subsidiary in which
they operate Furusawa 2009). Thus, subsidiary managers would be required to treat local
employees as crucial resources to achieve business goals, encouraging the involvement of
line managers in HRM activities. Finally, related to the second reason, enhancing the quality
of communication between Japanese staff and local employees is one the most crucial
management issues at overseas subsidiaries (Shiraki 2006). In order to solve this, line
managers are increasingly perceived as crucial actors of HRM because they play strategic
roles, exercising both upward and downward influence in the organization (Floyd and
Wooldridge 1992;1996; Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd 2008). As Bowen and Ostroff
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(2004) argue, HRM policies as a message of how the organization wants the employees to
work are translated into the organizational climate. Whether HRM policies are clearly and
adequately applied to the workplace and contribute to the creation of ideal organizational
climate depends on line managers (Purcell and Hutchinson 2007). Thus, line managers are
expected to enhance the quality of communication by applying and utilizing HRM polices
in the workplace.
We gained access to a Japanese MNCs that has its overseas subsidiary in Germany. This
company is a high-technology company mainly dealing with medical and science systems,
electric devices, and machinery for social and industry infrastructure. This study is best
examined by focusing on hi-tech industry, which is characterized by a turbulent environment
(e.g., rapid development of technology) since such an environment leads to line managers’
adaptive behavior, which highlights their active and strategic role. The author conducted
semi-structured interviews with five managers including one senior manager from Japan,
two HR managers from Japan and Germany, and two line managers from Germany. The
duration of the interviews ranged from one and a half to two hours. All the dialogues were
recorded and transcribed.
Organizational background and the introduction of new HRM policies and practices
Founded in 1947 in Japan, the high-technology company established a European overseas
subsidiary headquartered in Germany in 1964. The firm employs more than 9,000 employees
including both domestic and international staff.
Because they utilize highly advanced technology in the manufacturing process, most
factories and production facilities are mainly centered on Japan, partially retaining the
manufacturing function for low-end production in China. Thus, the European subsidiary is
expected to cover the whole of Europe regarding sales and services functions. In particular,
service function is essential for its business since selling high technology products means
that the company has to provide service after selling to customers to keep products working
properly in the long term.
The European subsidiary has introduced new types of HRM policies and practices over
two years as a part of strategic change. The largest change comes from its parent company
in Japan, which has introduced new HRM policies toward globally integrated HRM systems
that enable them to manage their employees from a worldwide perspective. These include,
for example, global standardized position grading, employee surveys to understand what
employees expect their managers and the organization to do, and global performance
management that encourages goal setting among employees. The European subsidiary also
introduced these HRM policies in line with the parent company’s aims and objectives.
Meanwhile, the European subsidiary is facing its own issues regarding managing employees.
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Because less appropriate HRM policies have been adopted for a long period of time without
any improvement, it faces a lack of consistency between overall strategy and HRM. Thus,
this subsidiary has introduced new HRM policies such as development of new training
program and a bonus system. Overall, this European subsidiary has introduced new HRM
policies as a result of the influence of both the parent company and its organizational
context.
6. Findings
As previously mentioned, four types of HR roles of line management were identified in
the process of introduction and application of new HRM policies and practices.
Budgeting
Making a budget plan is one of the most crucial roles of line managers. In this
subsidiary, line managers have been given the almost full autonomy for allocating their
financial resources. Thus, they are expected to take greater responsibility for each
department’s profit and loss. When it comes to their budgeting role related to HRM, line
managers take significant responsibility for the decision regarding the number of employees
they employ on the given budget. Thus, they have considerable autonomy regarding hiring
and firing, which is closely related to determining how many people they need for their
business. A line manager from the subsidiary noted.
We try to plan strategy, then we put the people in place for what we want to achieve.
This information gets sent to the HR department and HR sends it to accounts and get the
information back regarding how expensive this is. What we need to do is to manage this,
not going negative. We may then alter the plan such as reduce the head count. (Line
manager 1)
In a similar vein, they have full autonomy for deciding which subordinates would have
an opportunity to receive the training. Because the cost of training depends on the type of
training they receive, line managers are expected to decide the amount and the type so that
employees can achieve their business goals.
These budget-related behaviors of line managers are summarized as budgeting role as a
part of HR roles.
Task implementation
Task implementation is referred to as the enactment of delegated HRM tasks in the actual
workplace. These tasks include both the formal HR polices and leadership behaviors that
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affect employees’ emotion and behavior.
Line managers in this subsidiary play a crucial role for most aspects of managing
employees including recruitment and selection, job design, training and development, and
performance management. While both HR and line managers are involved in the recruitment
and selection process, the latter has more power for the selection. Regarding new HRM
policies, an HR manager provide guidance not only about how to complete tasks, but also
why the organization restructured them. Based on the guidance and instruction from HR
managers, training and appraisal were implemented.
Complementing
While task implementation is mainly related to the enactment of HR tasks that are
expected to achieve the initial intention described by HR managers, line managers displayed
complementary behavior, initiating their own policies and practices to make HRM more
effective. For example, line managers initiated a specific training program that is related to
the specific departmental skills. Although HR managers understand the existence of this
initiative, they have nothing to do with the decision on the contents of this training policy.
This role indicates that line managers seek to make use of both formal HRM policies
provided by the organization or HR managers and HRM policies initiated by themselves.
Because the recognition of what training employees hope to receive is one of the most
important HR roles of line managers, they displayed discretionary complementary behavior
to satisfy their needs.
Providing information
The informative role of line managers is referred to as their behavior to report, propose,
and sometimes complain about HRM policies and practices to HR managers. During the
first phase of HRM reform, HR managers conducted an interview with business leaders
including line managers for the purpose of grasping their business. In doing so, line
managers provided them with a variety of information that is utilized for the formulation of
new HRM policies. Information provided ranges from employee-related issues such as what
types of training they need to general business issues such as their business strategy.
In addition to the information related to policy making, line managers take responsibility
for regularly reporting the result of new HRM policies and practices via both formal and
informal channels. For example, when global performance management was introduced as a
major transformation of the way to set goal, obtain training opportunities, and conduct
appraisals, the basic tool for conducting these tasks, the SAP system, experienced some
problems with handling data. This imposed line manager with more time to perform these
tasks. Line managers, then, both formally and informally, reported the negative aspects
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inherent in the system to HR manager. In a similar vein, line managers were expected to
display their opinion on a list of training programs referred to as a “training catalogue.” This
catalogue has been recently introduced as part of HRM reforms and line managers discussed
how they utilize this catalogue with the HR department. While line managers perceived the
training catalogue as a useful means for training for their subordinates, the HR department
received reports from line managers regarding the outcome of the training catalogue. For
example, the HR department and line managers informally and formally exchanged opinions
about what types of training are usually adopted (or not adopted) in the catalogue. This
information is taken as beneficial for the HR department because it could be utilized to
refine the content of the catalogue.
Overall, line managers exhibited influence over HR managers through the manifestation
of the opinion about how to manage their employees.
7. Discussion and implication
The present study focused on describing the line managers’ HRM role. What do these
roles imply for the improvement of understanding line managers’ involvement in HRM?
How are these roles related each other?
First, consistent with previous studies, several factors that enable or inhibit line
managers’ involvement were identified. Line managers perceive the HRM role as a primary
task they need to engage in, which indicates that they naturally accept HRM tasks and are
proud of being involved in them. In terms of HR support, line managers regularly receive
guidance from the HR department on how they should handle new HRM policies and
practices. In addition, close relationships between HR and line managers were observed as a
line manager noted that HR is always supportive and helpful, and place emphasis on the
importance of line managers.
Moreover, as a result of HRM reform, line managers have become increasingly involved
in HRM since it encouraged them to understand how the organization and senior managers
place HRM issues at the heart of achieving strategic objectives. This implies that drastic
transformation of HRM creates the role expectation of active engagement in HRM for line
managers, leading them to focus on strategic and long-term HRM issues and mitigate the
sense of short termism.
Secondly, while basic conditions that enable line managers to deal with HRM are
observed, this study revealed that these factors are related to the expression of each role.
Both the budgeting and the task implementation role were expressed in relation to
partnership based on HR support and frequent communication, which implies that
partnership aspects HRM involvement are crucial for exercising these roles. Meanwhile,
complementary roles are concerned with personal aspects of enabling (e.g., ability and
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motivation), rather than depending on the quality of partnerships. Because the enactment of
complementary roles depends on whether line managers can understand what needs to be
done regarding managing people beyond mere implementation of initially stated HRM
policies and creating an action to fill the gap between the ideal and reality, this implies that
line managers’ personal conditions such as ability, motivation and opportunity are more
crucial enablers of these roles than partnership between HR professionals and line managers.
That is, the complementary role reflects their autonomous behavior that seeks the
improvement of the quality of HRM in the actual workplace. In terms of the information
providing role, while the close relationship between HR professionals and line managers are
primary factors that encourage them to exchange information, it is different from the other
since it sheds light on the upward influence that they exercise, which would not necessarily
be observed in the other roles. This indicates that although previous findings on line
managers’ involvement in HRM emphasized the support toward line managers from the HR
side, line managers also provide the HR side with support by providing information that has
not been grasped by HR but is useful and beneficial for the continuous improvement about
HRM systems. Thus, the identification of these four roles reveals the relationship between
HR professionals and line management from a reciprocal viewpoint.
8. Conclusion and future research
The present study attempts to address the detailed role played by line managers as
crucial actors is in charge of HRM activities. It is argued that line managers’ HRM roles are
not limited to mere implementation of HRM tasks, but they enjoy autonomous roles such as
initiating local HRM practices and have an upward influence toward the HR department
through the feedback regarding the result and reality of newly adopted HRM policies and
practices.
All research has its limitations and the present study has its theoretical and methodological
limitations. First, the limited number of interviewees may undermine the validity of our
findings. There is a need to compile a more robust dataset in terms of the number of
participants and firms. In addition, although this study took a sample of the European
subsidiary of a Japanese MNC, no reference has been made to the specific characteristics of
line managers’ role when comparing with that of parent company. The content and process
of HRM are largely influenced by institutional and cultural settings (Paauwe and Boselie
2003) and it is worth examining the differences in the enactment of HRM from the
viewpoint of international comparison.
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